Background Local populations of refugees and asylum seekers are growing in many urban areas in Western Europe and it is increasingly important to develop health and welfare services that are appropriate for these groups. However, in the United Kingdom there are no routine data sources at local level that give even the most basic information such as the numbers of refugees within a given area.
Introduction
Refugees and asylum seekers form signi®cant minority populations in many of our towns and cities. In 1997 there were nearly 300 000 applications for asylum in Western European countries; 1 half of all applications were made in Germany, and the United Kingdom and The Netherlands together accounted for another quarter of all applications. Between 1983 and 1997, 396 000 people have applied for asylum in the United Kingdom. For many urban areas the need to develop appropriate health and welfare services for refugees and asylum seekers is a matter of growing concern. 2±4 However, estimates of the numbers of refugees and asylum seekers at a local level can still be dif®cult to obtain. 2 Refugees and asylum seekers are not homogeneous and it is dif®cult to make generalizations across wide range of ethnic groups, age, class and history. 5±7 Many of the health problems of refugees are not necessarily linked to refugee status but overlap with problems of deprived or excluded groups, ethnic minorities or new entrants to the country. However, a number of local studies have pointed to some characteristic health concerns amongst refugee communities. 8±11 These include:
(1) Physical after-effects of war, torture, the displacement period and journey into the United Kingdom. 12, 13 (2) Refugees may generally be at slightly greater risk from a range of communicable diseases, 14 of which the most important condition from a public health perspective is tuberculosis. 15, 16 (3) Mental health problems that are the after-effects of war and torture can be signi®cant for some groups and individuals, and are seen as serious and prolonged problems following trauma. 17, 18 In addition to these there are more widespread social and psychological problems arising from coping with a new culture, loss of home, etc. 19 This may also include problems that are a result of the uncertainty around the process of claiming asylum and settling in the United Kingdom.
One of the key issues for health concerns accessibility to appropriate services and in particular the need to overcome barriers that may result from: different languages, 7 ,10 poor quality information on what services are available 20 and poor understanding by professional staff of refugees' rights to care. 21 Only a small proportion of those applying for asylum in the United Kingdom are given refugee status. The umbrella term refugees' used in this paper encompasses: asylum seekers, i.e. people who have applied for asylum but who have not yet had a ®nal decision; people who have been granted refugee status; people granted exceptional leave to remain (ELR); people refused refugee status but who have not left the country It is extremely dif®cult to obtain demographic data on refugees and asylum seekers at a local level in the United Kingdom. The most basic requirement is for information on numbers of refugees and asylum seekers within an area, and ideally an indication of countries of origin, age and gender. The available data tend to be national ®gures, data gathered from small local surveys, or data from records of people using existing services. However, it is possible to combine data sources to build up a partial picture to help estimate the size of local refugee and asylum seeker communities. 22 This paper discusses the approach taken to estimate the size of the population of refugees and asylum seekers in London.
Methods
The approach used was based on two stages. The ®rst stage was to use national data to estimate the numbers in the whole of the United Kingdom from published Home Of®ce sources. 1 The second step was to apportion a share of this population to Greater London and then to individual areas within London using a range of published statistics. All these published statistics represented approximations to the total population. To make them comparable, they were all expressed in terms of the percentage of the total London refugee population in each of the 33 local authorities (32 boroughs and the City of London).
Estimating total populations in London from national data
The main data at a national level in the United Kingdom are the numbers published annually by the Home Of®ce's Immigration and Nationality Directorate. 1 These provided values for the cumulative number of applications (including special asylum cases) between 1983 and 1997 that formed the basis for the model. From this pool was subtracted the numbers of people whose applications were withdrawn or who were removed from the country. Of those who are refused refugee status, only a small proportion is known to leave (those escorted by the Home Of®ce). It is not known how many of those refused stay in the country. This model assumes that between 25 and 50 per cent of those refused refugee status or ELR leave the country, and therefore that between 50 and 75 per cent stay in the country illegally. This is a critical assumption. Unfortunately, there are no objective data on this issue ± the values chosen are based on the views of people working with refugee communities and represent our`best guess'.
One of the most comprehensive studies of people granted refugee status in the United Kingdom suggested that 85 per cent live in London 23 and that two-thirds of all those identi®ed as seeking asylum in the United Kingdom had given a ®rst address in Inner London.
The following datasets were used to estimate the relative size of refugee populations in each borough.
Information from Social Services
Since 1997 the Association of London Government has been collating statistics on asylum seekers receiving social service support under the terms of the National Assistance Act 1948 and the Children Act 1989. Although this is only a subset of the total refugee population, it does give an indication of the relative caseload in individual boroughs as recorded in three separate categories: families with children; single adults; unaccompanied children. The data are recorded as weekly caseload ®gures and an average between January 1998 and February 1999 was calculated. To estimate the total number across the three categories it was assumed that the average size of families with children was 3.3, on the basis of statistics recorded by the Home Of®ce.
Bed and Breakfast Information Exchange
The Bed and Breakfast Information Exchange (BABIE) is part of the Housing and Social Research Department of the London Research Centre and collects information on people in temporary accommodation. Two data sources were used to obtain a distribution of asylum seekers. 24 The ®rst was the number of homeless households recognized under Housing Acts found to be asylum seekers in each year from 1990 to 1997. The second was the cumulative number of asylumseeking households in temporary accommodation including those under the Housing Acts of 1985 and 1996, the National Assistance Act 1948 and the Children Act 1989. An average of these two values was taken.
Estimates of refugee children in London
The Refugee Council has estimated the numbers of refugee schoolchildren in Britain ± and in London in detail. 25 The method used appears to have included a combination of approaches including refugee surveys in some schools, Local Authority statistics from language surveys cross referenced with Home Of®ce data, Census data and information from community groups.
Of®ce for National Statistics mid-year population estimates
The Of®ce for National Statistics (ONS) uses estimated numbers of asylum seekers as a component in their mid-year population estimates. 26 These are based on national ®gures on the numbers and country of birth of asylum seekers from the Home Of®ce, which are allocated to each district or borough in England and Wales. As comprehensive of®cial data are not available at a local level, a proxy variable is used to calculate the distribution. It is assumed that 85 per cent of asylum seekers come to London and that these asylum seekers are then distributed to London boroughs using the 1991 Census distribution of residents by country of birth. Individual countries are not used, but the world is split into ten regions (excluding the Old Commonwealth, the European Community and the United States).
The proportion of the London total in each borough was estimated using these four data sources. Analysis of variance on the percentages and rank values was used to test for consistency between the various methods.
Results
The results in Table 1 show the cumulative estimates based on national asylum applications. They suggest that between 240 000 and 280 000 refugees arrived in London between 1983 and 1997. The London total estimate would be 320 000 if it were assumed that all of those refused asylum remained in the United Kingdom (rather than the range of 50±75 per cent assumed in the model). Alternatively, it would be 160 000 if it were assumed that all those refused left the country. Of the estimated 240 000±280 000 recent (i.e. last 15 years) refugees in London, just under one-half will have been granted of®cial refugee status (including special cases) or ELR. One-®fth will be awaiting a decision over their asylum application, and just over one-third are estimated to be those who have been refused status but have stayed in the United Kingdom. A little over onethird of the London total will have applied for asylum in the years 1995±1997.
The distribution of refugees across London boroughs according to the four data sources is shown in Table 2 . The information from the social services departments shows wide differences between boroughs in terms of absolute numbers and the proportion of the London total. On average, in any week during this period the social services caseload of asylum seekers in The data on homeless asylum-seeking households and asylum-seeking households in temporary accommodation show a similar range of distribution across London. Three boroughs had less than 1 per cent of the distribution within London ± Havering, Bexley and Sutton. Boroughs with the highest numbers from distribution were Westminster, Islington and Camden.
The Refugee Council data suggested that there were 38 544 refugee children in London. The spread across boroughs ranges from values close to zero in Havering, to over 10 per cent in Hammersmith. The distribution given by the ONS adjustments shows slightly less variation between extremes. The lowest share of the total was 0.5 per cent in Barking and Dagenham, whilst the highest was 6.6 per cent in Barnet.
There were signi®cant correlations between the results using these methods, and the ranking of boroughs within London showed even more consistency. The results using the BABIE data and ONS were closest (correlation coef®cient of 0.695) and there was least consistency between the ONS data and the social services (r 0:376). When analysis of variance was used the amount of a variation explained by boroughs was around 66 per cent (F 5.6, p < 0.01). Although there is, in general, a signi®cant correlation between the results using the various methods, there may be a spread of values for any one borough, as Table 2 shows. Table 3 shows the estimated number of refugees and asylum seekers in each borough. These estimates suggest that the size of asylum seekers and refugee populations ranged from 500± 600 in Havering to between 15 000 and 20 000 in Newham, Haringey and Westminster. When expressed as a number of asylum seekers and refugees per 1000 residents, the highest values are around 70±80 per 1000 in Hackney, Haringey and Newham. The lowest values, in Bromley and Sutton, were below 10 refugees per 1000 residents.
Discussion
The results are indicative of the problems local areas face when trying to estimate how many refugees live in their area. The value of 240 000±280 000 for London is very much an estimate and represents our best guess. Of course, by excluding refugees who arrived in the country more than 15 years ago, these ®gures may be lower than those that look at the population of people who have ever been refugees. However, these ®gures highlight the numbers of more recent refugees. It is likely that the speci®c needs of refugees will change with time in the United Kingdom.
In terms of estimating the overall numbers in London, the most sensitive part of the calculation is the assumption that between 25 and 50 per cent of those refused refugee status or ELR leave the country, and therefore that between 50 and 75 per cent stay in the country illegally. This is a critical assumption. Unfortunately, there are no objective data on this issue ± the values chosen are based on the views of people working with refugee communities and represent our`best 408 JOURNAL OF PUBLIC HEALTH MEDICINE The model does not take into account any migrants who have entered the country illegally and who have not applied for asylum. Although there will be a number of illegal migrants, the total is likely to be small given the United Kingdom's strict entry requirements and the geography of the islands (making entry more dif®cult). The ®gure of 85 per cent of asylum seekers settling in London was based on the analysis by Carey-Wood. Although this study is 3±4 years old, there is no reason to suggest that the high proportion of UK refugees living in London has changed. A more recent Refugee Council study of refugee schoolchildren 27 calculated that 88 per cent of all refugee children in Britain were attending schools in London. Recent analysis of social security data (Department of Social Security, personal communication, 1999) looking at a category of urgent case payments (for which the majority are believed to relate to asylum seekers) suggested that 91 per cent of the asylum seeker and other urgent case payment recipients in Britain lived in London. These two other sources suggest that the 85 per cent ®gure is realistic.
When it comes to distributing this population to areas within London, the various data sources all have their strengths and weaknesses. None of them exactly corresponds to the measure we want and all are considered a proxy for total refugee distributions. The data from social services are based on average numbers in contact with social services per week. There may be variability in completeness between social service departments in identifying, classifying and recording cases, and in the time that asylum seekers stay on the caseload. It is increasingly common for some asylum seekers to be placed in temporary accommodation outside of the borough, and more recently, outside of London.
The Refugee Council survey is based on the numbers of children, who may be distributed differently from adults. National statistics indicate that 68 per cent of asylum seekers are single people. It may be the case, for example, that this method allocates more asylum seekers to areas where more family housing is available. The information from BABIE is based on the areas where people are located, but it applies to only a relatively small subset of the total refugee population. It is perhaps more indicative of the distribution over recent years. The numbers in temporary accommodation will be in¯uenced by the amount of temporary accommodation within each area, as well as the number of asylum-seeking households needing that accommodation.
The basis of the ONS approach is that asylum seekers live in areas where there are other members of their community. However, in practice there are two key problems. First, asylum seekers are allocated using the 1991 Census country of birth data distributions, not actual distributions of asylum seekers. Second, very broad geographical areas of the world are used so that, for example, Somali asylum seekers will be allocated in the statistics to boroughs that have a large non-Commonwealth population born in Africa, and Bosnian asylum seekers will be allocated in proportion to their populations from Eastern Europe and the former USSR.
Although the ONS acknowledges the de®ciencies with the data, there are no better comparable local data with which this exercise can be undertaken. These totals feed into the government's of®cial population estimates for England and Wales, and have important resource implications where central funding allocations are determined by the resident population.
When the results of these methods are compared with some local-based studies, typically amongst refugee communities, then the estimates here may appear low. However, one of the problems of these local studies is that they are based on communities that may not ®t administrative boundaries, or the methods may lead to some double counting. There are also other data sources that may be available at local level that we could not access across all London. For example, in education services, some areas collate information from individual schools.
Although the results using these methods are not entirely consistent, together they do point to the uneven distribution of asylum seekers across boroughs and to the higher concentration of asylum seekers in Inner London. in Inner London closely matches the 66 per cent found by Carey-Wood et al. 23 Where there are signi®cant differences between the methods we have no reasons for choosing one over another, hence the rather crude option of simply taking an average.
Unfortunately, we do not have enough information to look at the distribution of a nationality of origin. Yet we know that the pattern of settlement by nationality is not even across London, and a study of the health authorities of ®rst address for a subset of people passing through Heathrow Health Control Unit shows that some nationalities tend to settle in one area, others elsewhere. 2 In fact, we would expect newly arriving refugees to be drawn towards existing communities from the same parts of the world. Earlier experience looking at the national programmes suggests that this happens. 28 This has important implications for the new asylum legalization in the United Kingdom, 29 which is based on a policy of dispersal away from London and south-east England. One of the important lessons of past experience is the importance of community groups to help refugees to settle in the United Kingdom. 30, 31 The estimate of the size of the refugee population in London of between 240 000 and 280 000, based on admission to the United Kingdom in the past 15 years, gives an indication of the scale of populations. The absence of even basic information about the numbers of asylum seekers and refugees at a local level is one of the handicaps to developing services that are accessible for these groups. The new legislation in the United Kingdom suggests new arrangements for asylum seekers. It is important that these changes are used to improve our understanding of some of the basic questions about local refugee communities. A better understanding of the size and nature of these population is essential to better planning and provision of the appropriate services to one of the most disadvantaged groups in our community.
